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Identity Crisis: 

New Dynamics in a Globalizing World 
 

 Authors Thomas Friedman and Miriam Louie offer distinct perspectives on livelihood 

and transformations in a globalizing world.  In “The Lexus and the Olive Tree,” Friedman 

chronicles his observations from Japan to Brazil and back again on how the age-old human 

desires for material gain (represented in the Lexus metaphor) and preservation of one’s identity 

(manifested as the olive tree) play out in a modern context (1999).  Similarly, Louie explores the 

more specific experience of Latina workers in Mexico and the U.S. in her work Sweatshop 

Warriors.  She conveys the evolution in the women’s external actions, how they saw themselves 

internally, and how they related to one another (Louie 2001). However, contrasting the styles and 

techniques of the two authors raises an interesting question: how can one define identity in an era 

of globalization? I contend that evidence from both articles proves that globalization creates a 

context in which the concept of identity must be dynamic, and perhaps not limited to a single 

definition.  To support this, I first discuss the merits of Friedman’s Lexus/olive tree framework 

for understanding identity issues under globalization. At the same time, I propose that further 

elements, such as gender, must be incorporated as Louie’s specific focus on Latinas reveals.  I 

then utilize evidence from both Friedman and Louie to demonstrate the malleable nature of 

identify as created by globalization.  I conclude by suggesting that perhaps an adaptable identity 

is necessary for survival in a globalizing world.  

 I found that Friedman’s Lexus/olive tree framework provides a reliable lens through 

which one can observe the growing tensions produced by globalization, but I find that this lens is 
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overly generalized and should be brought more sharply into focus. For Friedman, the Lexus and 

the olive tree represent enduring human senses played out in the modern context of globalization, 

where they tend to push and pull upon one another often in a frictional manor (1999).  The olive 

tree is the element of identity or cultural legitimacy which may encompass meaning from, “a 

family, a community, a tribe, a nation, a religion or, most of all, a place called home” (1999, 27). 

The Lexus, in opposition, is a quest for modernization: the desire to venture beyond the 

fixedness of one’s roots.  However, tension arises when the worldly-exposure created by the 

Lexus confuses and threatens the security of one’s unique olive tree.  While I agree with this 

interpretation of globalization’s capacity to homogenize, Friedman seems to draw evidence 

primarily from the experiences of countries on a whole, rather than more intimate families or 

even individuals.  In my opinion, Friedman’s concluding words, “a country without a Lexus will 

never grow or go very far.  A country without healthy olive trees will never be rooted or secure 

enough to open up fully to the world,” (1999, 36) seem to exclude the perspective of individual 

people facing the same struggle to find balance by focusing on identity on the national scale.  

 I value Friedman’s olive tree as symbolizing the human desire to belong and identify with 

a greater community, but while he merely alludes to this, I think Louie provides a more concrete 

technique of emphasizing individuality, primarily gender roles, under globalization.  Louie 

conducts extensive interviews with las mujeres of Fuerza Unida, a union of female sweat shop 

workers fighting against the repressive economic policies of neo-liberal globalization (2001).  

Through their own words and stories, Louie reveals the dualities of identity for these women: 

they are home makers, they are bread winners, they are traditional Latinas, they are outspoken 

activists, they are their own people, they are a part of each other.  While nationality certainly 

seems to play a role in their olive trees, for these women other influential forces are also at play 
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and ever-changing in their own definitions of identity.  Notably, all of these elements arose from 

changes in their traditional gender roles.  These women were still functioning in their culturally 

established positions as mothers and wives, yet as the Lexus drove in honking its neo-liberal 

policies, as individuals they were forced to adopt responsibilities not typically characteristic to 

their gender and view themselves as more than just Mexican women.  I argue that to fully 

understand how identities are formed and shaped in a globalizing world, one must consider both 

the individuals and the larger communities they are a part of with equal weight.  

 I contend that since globalization will inevitably bring change across the spectrum of 

global life, identity itself—whether individual or greater—must have the flexibility to transform.  

By pulling from both Friedman’s and Louie’s approaches, I claim that for identity to achieve this 

flexibility under globalization it must integrate in a variety of shifting variables: economic and 

cultural; government and citizen; nationality and family; male and female. The nature of the 

Lexus creates increasing exposure to new roles and relationships that can not fully or at any 

absolute capacity be ignored.  For example, Friedman provides an account of the Kayapo Indians 

of Brazil.  This tribe treasures and preserves their traditions, yet they do not ignore the greater 

economic and environmental context in which they are situated.  By adapting strategies—such as 

alliances with scientists and conservationists as well as a watchful eye over the international 

price of gold—the Kayapo protect their unique way of life while still identifying themselves 

globally (Friedman 1999, 30).   Even Boris Yeltsin could not ignore the international exposure 

the internet can provide, stepping out of his usual ‘technological neophyte’ identity to participate 

in an MSNBC chat room (Friedman 1999, 34).   

 Perhaps the most striking example of identity’s need to adapt under globalization is that 

of the women of Fuerza Unida with relation to gender.  Many of their individual stories reveal 
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uprooting their families from country to country; leaving their homes and spending most of their 

time in factories; learning their rights as women and workers; identifying with each other and 

common experiences; and speaking out against their oppressors despite a cultural heritage which 

made this taboo.  As globalization created hardships, these women had to alter their feminine 

identities to include new roles and relationships.  Had they resisted these changes, it is possible 

that their families would not have thrived or that they themselves would have spent their entire 

lives in unlivable working conditions.  All of these examples demonstrate that as globalization 

shifts and shapes the world, individuals and groups must reconcile the different and perhaps 

competing elements of their identities and, as Friedman suggests, find a balance which can allow 

progress to be made.   

 In conclusion, in today’s era of globalization it is difficult to articulate a succinct 

definition of identity.  Rather, it is more beneficial for one to conceive the varying components 

which make up identity and monitor their transformations prompted by a transforming world. 

While Friedman’s Lexus/olive tree structure provides a true perspective on the tension between 

heritage and societal progress, it is perhaps too open-ended to accurately account for the 

experience of the individual.  By complementing Friedman’s framework with Louie’s stress on 

individuals which make up larger groups, one can more precisely observe the many ways in 

which globalization prompts identities to change, particularly those of gender roles.   A static 

civilization cannot maintain itself and similarly a static individual will not prosper in a 

globalizing world.  
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